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 Projectile Point Types
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 Prehistoric Artifacts

 Lithic Material Prehistoric Features
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Other lithics (all)

Ceramics (all) 1
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Uncommon Obj.

Rimsherds Other
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Shell midden
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Ossuary
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Quartzite
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Chalcedony
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Steatite

Sandstone

Sil sandstone

European flint

Basalt

Unknown

Other

Dated features present at site

Burials dated from 1790-1840 by coffin nails.

 Historic Artifacts  Historic Features

Pottery (all) 9

Glass (all) 1

Furniture 1019

Arms

Clothing 54

Personal items

Tobacco related

Activity item(s) 4

Misc. kitchen

Human remain(s)

Faunal material

Floral material

Misc. 33

Other

Const feature
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Cellar hole/cellar

Hearth/chimney
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Privy/outhouse

 Well/cistern
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Planting feature

Road/walkway

Depression/mound
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Railroad bed

Earthworks
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 Wheel pit

Unknown

Other

All quantities exact or estimated minimal counts

Radiocarbon Data:

Sample 1: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 2: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 3: +/- years BP Reliability

Sample 4: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 5: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 6: +/- years BP Reliability

Sample 7: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 8: +/- years BP Reliability Sample 9: +/- years BP Reliability

Additional radiocarbon results available
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The Catoctin/Renner Burial Ground (18FR323) is a late 18th and early 19th century slave cemetery. It is located along US Route 15, just to the south of the 
historic iron furnace at Catoctin in Frederick County, Maryland. Both oral history and archeological work seem to be compatible with the idea that those 
interred at the burial ground were enslaved individuals. The owners of the Catoctin Iron Works in the late 18th and early 19th century, who owned the land on 
which the burial site is located, did own slaves and probably used their labor in the operation of the furnace complex.

The site was first examined by archeologists in 1977 during a Phase I survey through the Catoctin Furnace Historic District and environs prior to the 
dualization of US Route 15. During the investigations, the right-of-way for the highway was thoroughly surveyed and mapped, and extensive amounts of local 
historical research and interviews with local informants were conducted. One local informant, William Renner (for whom the site has been named), could 
recount local lore regarding a cemetery (located on property he had previously owned) that supposedly contained the graves of “blacks and Indians”, as well 
as some plague victims. A brief site visit by the archeological team revealed fieldstone gravemarkers laid out in rows. These markers were mostly of 
unretouched local stone, about 61 cm long by 23 cm in diameter, erected to stand on their long axes. Only about half of each stone showed above the 
surface. Some stone had a small ledge or flat space chipped off the upper end, but no incised, painted, or other inscriptions were visible. As the site indeed 
appeared to contain a cemetery and Maryland state law mandated the complete removal of all human remains affected by proposed development, the 
investigators proceeded to Phase II testing to determine the extent of the site and to confirm the presence of burials. 

Archival and oral history research played an important role in the initial stages of analysis, prior to excavation. This research revealed that in the year 1774, 
James, Thomas, Baker, and Roger Johnson constructed the first iron furnace at Catoctin.  In 1776, they began producing pig iron under the name of James 
Johnson and Company. Hematite ore from the Catoctin Mountains provided the raw material for production of the iron while the Catoctin forests provided 
charcoal for fuel. In addition, water from the local springs and streams provided the energy to power enormous bellows blowing air into the furnace, as well as 
power for forge hammers, mills, and other machines. A complex system of ponds, races, ditches, dams, and aqueducts ensured that the water wheels were 
supplied with sufficient “drop” to maintain the power levels needed. One of the most important early products of the furnace is rumored to have been supplies 
(including munitions) for George Washington’s Army. While pig iron continued to be produced at the furnace, other important products were machine parts, 
foundry rolling mills, iron car/cart wheels, cast-iron stoves, and other materials. During the Civil War, iron from the furnace was used to armor the famous iron-
clad ship, the Monitor. Over the course of history a number of additional furnace stacks, support structures, quarries, casting areas, and other structures were 
constructed in the area. Some structures were demolished and improved facilities were built.

The owners and operators of the Catoctin Iron Works in the period 1790-1840 all owned slaves. The demographic distribution of the slaves listed in the 1811 
will of one of the owners of the Catoctin Works, Baker Johnson, suggests that his slaves were a community of family groups. Rather than leaving skilled iron 
workers to his family to ensure the survival of the furnace, he appears to have been more concerned with preserving the slaves’ own nuclear family units 
when determining their disposition among his heirs. This calls into question, whether Baker’s slaves were engaged at the iron works. However, census 
records indicate that many of the Catoctin area slaves were employed at a variety of occupations, and elsewhere than in their owners’ places of residence.  At 
other contemporary iron works in the region, the use of slave labor was a fairly common practice, including at the Antietam Furnace (18WA288). During the 
1820s and 1830s, when the use of slaves is well documented at the Antietam furnace, it and the Catoctin Iron Works were owned by the same gentleman; 
Mr. John Brien. Regardless, of whether they were employed at the furnace or not (and it seems likely that at least some must have been), there were 
numerous slaves living in the area. 

There was probably also a number of free blacks in the vicinity. The free black population of Frederick grew significantly from 1790 until 1860, and it would 
seem that the prospect of employment in the furnace area might be a powerful attractant. Whether, free or slave, the black community at Catoctin lived in a 
segregated world and would not have worshipped alongside whites. Interestingly, there are no historic maps or other documentary indicators of a separate 
church for the black community. According to one unsubstantiated account, special services were held at the Episcopal Harriet Chapel (next to the furnace 
itself) for the area’s African-American residents (both slave and free). Thus, there is no other location specifically associated with the black inhabitants of the 
furnace area which serves as a “better” candidate for the location of a slave cemetery. 

Interviews with the local inhabitants did not clear things up either. Most had no knowledge of the cemetery’s existence, and those that did knew little other 
than the site was reputedly associated with plague and pestilence (typhoid fever was specifically mentioned), or had been used by “Indians and Negroes”. 
Children had traditionally avoided the place due to these associations, and perhaps that is where some of these ideas originated over the years. According to 
Renner, even the “old timers” he had once known could only remember one burial event in the cemetery. They told the story of a mulatto individual who had 
died of smallpox on the mountain. After a regrettable delay, his remains were brought down in an iron coffin and buried in the graveyard. The coffin was 
supposedly of the common Late 19th/early 20th century type produced at the furnace. Renner also relayed that one morning, sometime in the mid 1940s, he 
had tracked a “polecat” to its den in the cemetery to retrieve a chicken that had been stolen in the night. During his digging into the den, he uncovered the 
legs of an interred individual, which he rapidly covered up after retrieving his chicken. Later he drove off some boys who dug a shallow trench under a 
headstone in search of skeletons. No other information could be gained from archival research or oral history. Ultimately, archeology would have to resolve 
the issue of the community with which the graves should be associated.

Phase II work began in 1977 with the excavation of five test units of varying size. This work yielded two depressions of uncertain origin as well as the graves 
of at least two human infants. It was also observed that the cemetery lay directly north of a limestone quarry pit (18FR325) and at least part of the site 
seemed to contain an over-burden or “mantle” of limestone rock fragments, presumably from the quarry. Aside from the human remains, the only objects 
mentioned in the Phase II report are “several small square nails” and charred material that included leather (found in one of the unidentified depressions). As 
it was believed that a significant number of burials (as many as 100) might be preserved beneath the limestone rubble in the western portion of the site, the 
project proceeded immediately to full-scale data recovery (Phase III) excavations.

The initial stage of Phase III work consisted of clearing an area of the undergrowth to allow all visible gravestone markers to be located, and to permit the 
perimeters of the cemetery to be identified. A datum point and zero-line were established along the eastern edge of the (then) existing northbound lane of 
Route 15 and a 3.048 meter (10 ft) grid system was laid down. The grid was only laid down within the right-of-way for the proposed dualization of US Route 
15, even though the cemetery extended farther to the east. As the graves outside of the right-of-way would not be impacted by construction, they were left 
undisturbed. After establishment of the grid, surface probing was undertaken to locate potential gravemarking stones. A total of 126 such stones (not included 
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in the artifact tables above) were located and mapped, of which 106 were local quartzite, 7 were limestone, and the remainder were milky quartz or other 
stone. 

During the 1979 field season, trenches were excavated manually and mechanically to locate burials and to define the perimeters of the site. Twenty-six graves 
were found between a depth of 73 cm and 1.5 meters below the surface. All graves were excavated in 10.16 cm (4 in) arbitrary levels, and burial fill was 
screened through hardware cloth. In order to locate every burial remaining in the right-of-way, a gradall removed the topsoil at the beginning of the 1980 field 
season. Nine additional graves were excavated, following the procedures and standards established during the 1979 investigation.

The cemetery was laid out in north-south rows spaced 3.048 meters (10 ft) apart, with graves oriented east to west approximately 1.2192 meters (4 ft) apart. 
All 35 graves were single interment coffin burials, with one exception; a child interred directly above an adult female. Individuals were buried supine, with 
heads to the west, and in an extended position with hands folded over the abdomen. Rectangular and pinch-toe type coffins were made of white oak and 
chestnut. Age at death in this cemetery population ranged from neonate to elderly, and the condition of the skeletal remains varied from poor to excellent. The 
diagnostic materials in the graves (primarily coffin nails) are consistent with a date range of circa 1790-1840. There was no discernable pattern of date 
distributions spatially across the area excavated.

Burial-related artifacts encountered at the site include 54 clothing items, 1,014 furniture objects, and 1 miscellaneous object (a peach pit). The clothing items 
are typical of very simple funerary clothing; 27 cuprous metal shroud pins, at least 5 fibers from burial shrouds (identified as were identified as woven, wool 
textiles), 11 cuprous buttons, 2 white metal buttons, 2 shell buttons, and 7 other buttons. The funerary furniture (coffins), consisted almost exclusively of pinch-
toe coffins, the remains of which had mostly decayed. However, metal parts were preserved and recovered. These include 471 machine-cut coffin nails, 500 
hand-wrought coffin nails, 14 unidentifiable (hand-headed) coffin nails, 6 machine-made screws, 10 unidentifiable screws, 2 pieces of coffin wood with nails, 7 
other pieces of coffin wood, and 4 metal plates used as coffin hardware. The peach pit may be part of a funerary offering. While the burials appeared to reflect 
European Christian mortuary practices, there was also evidence of possible African-American folk beliefs. In addition to the peach pit, the presence of fruit 
and seed funeral wreaths, as opposed to flowers, was noted in at least three other interments. The disposition of seeds suggested intentional placement at 
the time of interment in at least three of these four cases. One infant contained a cluster of raspberry or blackberry seeds, which formed a corona around its 
cranium, while two adult graves had sassafras on top of the coffin surface. Full details regarding the ethnobotanical assemblage are available in the linked 
ethnobotany profile.

In addition to the burial-related artifacts, several additional objects were encountered including 4 activity items (a metal animal trap, a piece of barbed wire, 
and 2 horsehoes with nails), 7 architectural artifacts (3 pieces of brick, 1 nail, 2 cut wood fragments, and a spike), 10 kitchen-related artifacts (1 pearlware 
sherd, 3 whiteware sherds, 1 redware sherd, 4 unidentified ceramic sherds, and a bottle fragment), 31 miscellaneous objects, and 14 prehistoric artifacts. The 
miscellaneous historic objects were a piece of charcoal, 24 animal bones, 2 rodent skeletons, 3 pieces of slag and a metal object. The prehistoric artifacts 
were 2 rhyolite bifaces, a quartz scraper, 1 utilized/retouched quartz flake, 5 quartz flakes, 3 rhyolite flakes, 1 other flake, and an unidentified sherd. As an 
Archaic lithic scatter is located just to the south, the presence of prehistoric material is not surprising.

 Analysis of the human remains is telling. In every case where a skull was adequately preserved to permit association with a “racial group”, individuals were 
determined to have been Afican/Black/African-American; most with few or no cranial features associated with whites. With little admixture with white genes, 
these individuals were probably recent arrivals from Africa. Age and sex distributions within the cemetery appear to be typical for 18th-early 19th century 
cemeteries and spatial patterning of burials was entirely random with respect to age and sex. However, some individuals seem to have been buried in groups, 
possibly providing evidence of family interments. Signs of disease and trauma include one adult male with a lower leg fracture with fusion and an apparent 
trephination through the left parietal, another adult male with a severe and probably crippling fusion of lower lumbars to sacrum, many individuals with arthritic 
degeneration of neck vertebrae, signs of rickets, periostitis indicative of systemic infections, and poor teeth. From the lack of material goods in the burials, it 
can be inferred that the people were of low socio-economic status. 

So, the physical anthropology indicates that these people were black and possibly first or second generation Africans. It also seems to suggest a life of 
manual labor. And they were apparently poor. The historic sources indicate that they were probably slaves who had some connection to the iron furnace 
complex. However, the sorts of distinctive burial practices generally associated with the African heritage in black American cemeteries were absent here. 
There were no graveyard decorations, no heaps of broken crockery, bottles, white seashells, etc. as have been observe d in other slave cemeteries of the 
period.  Only the possible appearance at the cemetery of fruit and seed funeral wreaths, as opposed to flowers, was unusual in otherwise very “Christian” 
burials. Religion was often imposed by a Christian master upon his slaves and he had full authority as to how they would be buried.  Thus, these may not 
have been Christianized Africans, but merely Africans made slaves and forced to live in a Christianized society where every aspect of their lives (including 
death) was governed by someone else’s choices. The botanical offerings may have been the only means of funeral-associated personal expression permitted 
them by their masters. All of the data seem to be quite consistent with the local lore that this was a slave cemetery. No evidence of Native American burials or 
mass graves from a plague was encountered.

All of the remains were transferred to the Smithsonian Institution. The remaining burials at the site were left unexcavated as they were outside the highway 
project right-of-way. These burials should remain undisturbed, but should be monitored in case future work impinges on Site 18FR323.


